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The wooden spoon cracked against Ember’s knuckles with a sharp thwack that sent fire shooting up her arm. Her fingers spasmed, releasing their grip on the iron pot she’d been scrubbing, and it clattered into the stone sink with a metallic clang that echoed through the cramped kitchen.

“Clumsy omega,” Aunt Helena hissed, her thin lips curling into the familiar sneer that had haunted Ember’s childhood. “Twenty years old and still can’t manage simple kitchen work.”

Ember’s jaw clenched, the muscles in her neck pulling taut like bowstrings. She pressed her lips together until they formed a pale line, swallowing the words that burned in her throat like acid. Her shoulders drew up toward her ears in an involuntary flinch as Helena raised the spoon again.

“Leave her alone.” Asher’s voice cut through the tension like a blade, low and controlled but carrying an undertone that made Helena’s hand freeze mid-air. He filled the kitchen doorway, his broad shoulders blocking most of the dying afternoon light. Despite sharing Ember’s supposed omega status, Asher had grown tall and strong, his presence commanding in a way that always made their relatives uncomfortable.

Helena’s grip on the wooden spoon tightened until her knuckles went white. “Don’t you dare take that tone with me, boy. You’re nothing but charity cases in this house—”

“Charity cases who do all the work while you sit on your ass getting fat,” Asher replied, his green eyes—identical to Ember’s—flashing with dangerous heat. A muscle jumped in his jaw, and his hands curled into fists at his sides.

The transformation in Helena was instantaneous. Her face flushed deep red, mottled with white patches around her nose and cheeks. Spittle gathered at the corners of her mouth as she took a threatening step toward Asher. “Vincent!” she shrieked, her voice cracking on the high note. “Vincent, get in here!”

Ember’s stomach plummeted, cold dread spreading through her chest like ice water. Her heart hammered against her ribs so hard she was certain everyone could hear it. She caught Asher’s arm, her fingers pressing into the corded muscle beneath his skin. “Don’t,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “Please. Not today.”

Heavy footsteps thundered down the hallway, each impact making the floorboards groan in protest. Uncle Vincent appeared behind Asher, his bulk forcing her twin to step aside. At six-foot-four and built like a prizefighter, Vincent dominated any space he entered. His dark hair was streaked with premature silver, and his brown eyes held the same coldness that had terrified Ember since childhood.

“What’s all the screaming about?” Vincent’s voice rumbled from deep in his chest, a sound that always made Ember’s wolf cower in submission.

Helena pointed an accusatory finger at Asher, her hand trembling with rage. “These ungrateful brats are disrespecting me again. After everything we’ve done for them—”

“Everything you’ve done?” Asher’s laugh was harsh, bitter. The sound made Ember’s stomach twist into knots. “You mean working us like slaves while your own children get to—”

The backhand came without warning. Vincent’s palm connected with Asher’s cheek in a crack that seemed to echo off the kitchen walls. Asher’s head snapped to the side, and Ember felt her brother’s pain as if it were her own—a sharp, burning sensation that spread across her face in sympathy.

But Asher didn’t stumble. Didn’t cry out. Instead, he straightened slowly, turning his face back toward Vincent with deliberate, controlled movements. A red handprint bloomed across his left cheek, but his eyes held no submission. If anything, they blazed brighter.

Ember’s breath caught in her throat. Something was different about Asher lately—something that made Vincent’s usual dominance tactics seem to slide off him like water. Her twin stood taller, moved with more confidence, and there was a new edge to his presence that made her wolf pace restlessly beneath her skin.

“Feel better?” Asher asked, his voice eerily calm. He didn’t even raise a hand to his reddening cheek.

Vincent’s eyes narrowed to dark slits. His nostrils flared as he leaned closer to Asher, close enough that Ember could see the veins bulging in his neck. “Keep pushing me, boy, and you’ll find out exactly what I’m capable of.”

The threat hung in the air like smoke. Ember’s hands began to tremble, and she pressed them against her thighs to hide the shaking. Her wolf whimpered deep inside her chest, sensing the dangerous tension crackling between the two males.

“Vincent, enough.” The new voice belonged to their cousin Marcus, Vincent’s eldest son, who appeared in the doorway with his usual air of smug superiority. At twenty-five, Marcus had inherited his father’s broad build but none of his restraint. His presence in the kitchen felt like adding gasoline to an already burning fire. “The Moonlight Festival starts in two hours. We don’t have time for this family drama.”

The mention of the festival sent a different kind of tremor through Ember’s body—not fear this time, but anticipation mixed with desperate hope. Tonight was the night when unmated wolves might discover their destined partners. When the moon’s power was strongest and the ancient bonds could finally manifest.

Her thoughts immediately turned to Kade, and her heart performed a little skip that made her press a hand to her chest. Kade Morrison, with his sandy brown hair and warm amber eyes, who had been her secret dream since they were teenagers. Who looked at her with something that might be more than friendship, if she wasn’t imagining things.

“Right,” Vincent said, straightening to his full imposing height. “The festival.” His gaze swept over Ember with open disdain, taking in her worn dress and work-roughened hands. “I suppose you two will want to attend.”

It wasn’t really a question, but Ember nodded anyway, not trusting her voice. Her throat felt thick with unshed tears and swallowed words.

“Fine,” Vincent continued, “but you’ll work until the last possible minute. The pack expects this house to contribute food, and I won’t have people saying I can’t control my own… family.” The word came out like something distasteful he’d accidentally swallowed.

Helena’s thin lips stretched into a mockery of a smile. “Of course, dear. Ember can finish the pies while Asher helps with the decorations. I’m sure they’re grateful for the opportunity to contribute.”

Ember’s molars ground together hard enough to make her jaw ache. Grateful. As if they hadn’t spent their entire lives working to earn their keep in this house. As if they weren’t expected to be thankful for the privilege of sleeping in the cramped attic and eating table scraps.

But Asher stepped closer to her, his warmth radiating against her side, and some of the tension in her shoulders eased. They had each other. They’d always had each other. It was enough. It had to be.

“We’ll get it done,” Asher said, his voice steady despite the handprint still visible on his cheek.

Vincent nodded curtly before following Marcus out of the kitchen. Helena lingered long enough to shoot them both a venomous glare, then swept out with her nose in the air, leaving behind the lingering scent of her cloying perfume.

The moment they were alone, Ember sagged against the counter, all the fight draining out of her at once. Her knees felt weak, and her hands shook as she pressed them against the cool stone surface.

“Em.” Asher’s voice was gentle now, stripped of the steel it had held moments before. He moved to stand beside her, not quite touching but close enough that she could feel the steady rise and fall of his breathing. “Look at me.”

She turned, and immediately his hands came up to frame her face. His palms were warm and callused from years of hard labor, but his touch was infinitely gentle as his thumbs brushed away tears she hadn’t realized were falling.

“Hey,” he murmured, his forehead coming to rest against hers in the gesture that had comforted her since childhood. “We’re going to be okay.”

“Are we?” The words came out as barely a whisper. “Asher, I can’t keep doing this. Living like this. We’re not really omegas, are we? I can feel it, deep down—there’s something more inside us.”

Asher’s green eyes darkened, and for a moment something flickered across his face—knowledge, maybe, or fear. But then he smiled, and it was her brother’s familiar, reassuring expression. “Tonight’s about possibility, Em. About new beginnings. Maybe we’ll find our mates and everything will change.”

The mention of mates made her stomach flutter with nervous butterflies. “Do you think…?” She trailed off, unable to voice the hope that had been growing in her chest for months.

“I think Kade Morrison would be lucky to have you,” Asher said, his smile turning genuine. “And if he’s too stupid to see what’s right in front of him, then he doesn’t deserve you.”

Warmth spread through Ember’s chest, pushing back the cold despair that had settled there. She managed a watery smile. “What about you? Anyone catch your eye?”

Something shuttered in Asher’s expression, there and gone so quickly she almost missed it. “I’m not worried about that right now. Tonight’s about you finding happiness.”

Before she could question his deflection, he was already moving away, gathering ingredients for the pies with efficient movements that spoke of years of practice. Ember watched him for a moment, noting again how he seemed to move differently lately—with more confidence, more purpose. There was something he wasn’t telling her, but pressing would only make him withdraw further.

They worked in companionable silence for the next hour, falling into the familiar rhythm they’d perfected over years of shared labor. Ember rolled pie dough while Asher prepared the apple filling, and gradually the warm scents of cinnamon and sugar filled the kitchen, pushing away the lingering tension from their confrontation with Vincent and Helena.

“Em,” Asher said suddenly, his voice carefully casual as he stirred the apple mixture. “Promise me something.”

She looked up from the dough she’d been rolling, flour dusting her hands and forearms. “What?”

“If something happens to me—”

“Asher, no.” The rolling pin slipped from her suddenly nerveless fingers and clattered onto the wooden table. Ice-cold fear shot through her veins like lightning. “Don’t say things like that.”

“Just listen.” His voice carried an urgency that made her wolf pace anxiously. “If something happens, you have to promise me you’ll find a way out of here. You’ll go somewhere safe and claim what’s rightfully yours.”

“What’s rightfully mine?” Confusion mixed with the fear, creating a nauseating cocktail in her stomach. “Asher, you’re scaring me.”

But before he could explain, the sound of raucous laughter drifted through the open window. Pack members were already making their way toward the festival grounds in the forest clearing, their voices bright with anticipation.

“We should go,” Asher said, but the moment felt unfinished, weighted with unspoken meaning. “The pies are done, and you need time to get ready.”

Ember nodded, though unease still churned in her stomach. She wiped her flour-covered hands on her apron and followed Asher upstairs to their shared attic room. The space was barely large enough for two narrow beds and a small dresser, but it was theirs—the only place in this house where they could breathe freely.

She pulled on her best dress—a simple blue cotton number that Helena had declared “too good for an omega” when Ember had bought it with her own carefully saved money. But tonight she didn’t care about Helena’s opinions. Tonight was about hope. About possibility. About the chance that everything might finally change.

An hour later, as they walked through the forest toward the flickering lights of the festival, Ember’s heart hammered with anticipation. The scent of pine and wood smoke filled her nostrils, mixing with the excited energy of dozens of unmated wolves. Somewhere ahead, live music drifted through the trees, and laughter echoed off the canopy above.

But as they emerged into the clearing where the festival was in full swing, Ember’s steps faltered. Her eyes found Kade immediately—he was impossible to miss with his height and the way he commanded attention wherever he went. But he wasn’t alone.

Scarlett Hayes was pressed against his side, her perfectly manicured fingers splayed possessively across his chest. Her red hair caught the firelight as she tilted her head back to laugh at something he’d whispered in her ear, and the sound was like breaking glass in Ember’s ears.

Ember’s breath left her lungs in a painful rush, as if someone had punched her in the stomach. The world seemed to tilt sideways, colors bleeding at the edges of her vision. Her knees threatened to buckle, and only Asher’s steadying hand on her arm kept her upright.

“Em…” Asher’s voice sounded far away, muffled by the roaring in her ears.

But she couldn’t look away. Couldn’t stop watching as Kade’s hand settled on the small of Scarlett’s back, as he guided her toward the dancing couples with gentle, intimate movements that should have been meant for someone else.

Should have been meant for her.
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The Moonlight Festival pulsed around Ember like a living thing, all flickering torches and wild energy that made her skin feel too tight. Paper lanterns swayed from tree branches, casting dancing shadows across the faces of pack members who moved through the clearing with predatory grace. The air thrummed with barely contained power—dozens of wolves in human skin, their beasts stirring beneath the surface as the full moon climbed higher in the star-scattered sky.

Ember’s fingernails bit into her palms hard enough to leave crescent-shaped marks. She stood frozen at the edge of the clearing, watching Kade’s hand trace lazy circles on Scarlett’s lower back. Each touch felt like a physical blow, sending shockwaves of pain through her chest that made breathing difficult.

“Come on,” Asher murmured beside her, his voice tight with concern. His hand settled on her shoulder, warm and steady. “Let’s get some punch. Maybe find somewhere to sit.”

But Ember couldn’t move. Her feet felt rooted to the earth like tree trunks, and her heart hammered against her ribs with such violence she was surprised it didn’t bruise. The scent of pine smoke and roasted meat that should have been comforting instead made her stomach churn with nausea.

Kade chose that moment to lift his head, his amber eyes scanning the crowd until they found hers across the clearing. For one breathless second, something flickered in his expression—regret, maybe, or longing. Her wolf whimpered deep in her chest, a sound of desperate hope that made her throat ache.

Then Scarlett rose on her tiptoes to whisper something in his ear, her lips brushing against his skin, and Kade’s attention snapped back to her with jarring finality.

The last fragile thread of hope in Ember’s chest snapped like an overstretched rubber band.

“I need air,” she gasped, turning blindly away from the scene. But there was nowhere to go—the entire pack was here, scattered throughout the clearing in clusters of conversation and laughter. The sound pressed against her eardrums like physical weight, making her feel dizzy and disoriented.

“Em, wait—” Asher started, but his words were drowned out by the sudden blast of a hunting horn that made every wolf in the clearing freeze.

Alpha Morrison—Kade’s father—stepped onto the raised platform at the center of the festival, his silver hair gleaming in the torchlight. At sixty-five, he still commanded respect through sheer presence alone. His voice carried easily across the clearing when he spoke, rich and authoritative.

“Pack family,” he began, and conversations died away until only the crackle of fires and distant owl calls disturbed the night. “Tonight we gather under the full moon to celebrate the bonds that make us strong. The bonds of pack, of family…” His eyes swept the crowd meaningfully. “And of true mates.”

Ember’s throat constricted until swallowing became painful. Around her, unmated wolves shifted restlessly, hope and anxiety radiating from them in waves that her heightened senses picked up like perfume. She caught sight of several young women whose eyes were fixed on Kade with naked longing, and the knowledge that she wasn’t alone in her feelings somehow made everything worse.

“This year,” Alpha Morrison continued, “we have cause for particular celebration. My son Kade has found his mate.”

The words hit Ember like a physical blow. The air left her lungs in a painful rush, and black spots danced at the edges of her vision. She swayed on her feet, and only Asher’s quick reflexes kept her upright as his arm came around her waist.

“Breathe,” he whispered urgently against her ear. “Just breathe, Em.”

But breathing felt impossible when her entire world was collapsing. She watched in numb horror as Kade stepped onto the platform, his hand extended toward the crowd. Scarlett moved forward with graceful confidence, her red hair flowing behind her like silk, and accepted his help onto the wooden structure.

“Scarlett Hayes,” Alpha Morrison announced, placing his hands on their joined ones. “Daughter of our neighboring Silver Creek Pack, and my son’s destined mate.”

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause, but the sound reached Ember’s ears like she was underwater—distant and distorted. She stared at Kade’s face, searching desperately for some sign that this was wrong, that he was being forced into this declaration.

Instead, she saw him smile down at Scarlett with genuine warmth. Saw his free hand come up to cup her cheek with tender familiarity. Saw Scarlett’s own radiant smile as she leaned into his touch.

“The mate bond called to us three moons ago,” Kade said, his voice carrying clearly across the suddenly silent clearing. “And tonight, we announce our intention to formalize our union.”

Three moons ago. The timeline hit Ember like a slap to the face. Three months while she’d been harboring foolish hopes and imagining meaningful glances. Three months while he’d already found his true mate and been building a life with her.

“Furthermore,” Scarlett spoke for the first time, her voice light and musical, “we’re blessed to announce that our bond has already been blessed with new life.”

The clearing exploded into renewed celebration, but Ember heard none of it. Her vision tunneled until all she could see was Scarlett’s hand drifting to her still-flat stomach in a gesture of protective possession. Pregnant. Of course she was pregnant. The perfect mate with the perfect claim.

“Em.” Asher’s voice sounded like it was coming from very far away. “Em, we need to go.”

She looked around with dazed confusion and realized that people were staring. Not just glancing—staring. Some with pity, others with curiosity, and a few with barely concealed satisfaction at her obvious distress. Heat flooded her face, starting at her chest and racing upward until she felt like her skin might catch fire.

“Look at that,” someone whispered nearby, loud enough for her enhanced hearing to catch every word. “The little omega actually thought she had a chance.”

Laughter followed—not cruel exactly, but amused in a way that made Ember’s stomach cramp with humiliation. She pressed a hand to her mouth, fighting the urge to vomit right there in front of the entire pack.

“Ember Morrison!” The voice cut through the noise like a blade, and Ember’s blood turned to ice. Vincent stood near the platform, his face flushed with alcohol and his eyes glittering with malicious pleasure. “Why don’t you come congratulate the happy couple?”

The suggestion carried the weight of a command, and several pack members turned to look at her with expectant faces. Ember’s legs felt like water, trembling so violently she wasn’t sure they’d support her weight. The urge to run—to flee into the forest and never stop—was overwhelming.

But running would only make the humiliation worse. Would confirm what everyone already thought about her.

“Go on,” Vincent continued when she didn’t move, his voice carrying that dangerous edge that always preceded violence. “Don’t be rude.”

Somehow, Ember’s feet carried her forward through the crowd. Each step felt like walking through quicksand, and the faces around her blurred into a nightmare kaleidoscope of expressions. Pity. Amusement. Secondhand embarrassment. A few sympathetic looks from other unmated females who understood her pain all too well.

She reached the platform on unsteady legs and looked up at Kade. Up close, she could see the conflict in his amber eyes, the way his jaw tensed when their gazes met. For just a moment, he looked like he wanted to say something—an apology, maybe, or an explanation.

“Congratulations,” Ember managed, though the word came out as barely a whisper. Her voice cracked on the second syllable, and she saw Kade’s expression crumple.

“Ember, I—”

“I hope you’ll be very happy,” she interrupted, louder this time. She couldn’t bear to hear his explanations or justifications. Couldn’t stand to have him try to let her down gently in front of the entire pack.

Scarlett’s smile was brilliant and perfectly gracious. “Thank you. That’s very sweet.” But there was something sharp in her green eyes, a satisfaction that went beyond simple happiness. She knew exactly what this was costing Ember, and she was enjoying every second of it.

“The bond was stronger than either of us expected,” Kade said, his voice strained. “I never meant…”

“Of course not,” Ember replied, proud that her voice came out steady. “Fate doesn’t ask our permission.”

The truth of those words settled over the crowd like a blanket. Fate didn’t ask permission. The mate bond chose what it chose, and fighting it was useless. Everyone knew that. Everyone accepted it.

Everyone except the small, rebellious part of Ember that wanted to scream that this wasn’t fair, wasn’t right, wasn’t the way things were supposed to be.

She turned away before anyone could see the tears building in her eyes and walked back through the crowd on legs that shook with each step. The pack parted around her like water, conversations resuming in her wake, but she could feel their eyes following her retreat.

“Em, wait up.” Asher appeared at her side, matching her increasingly frantic pace. “Slow down.”

But she couldn’t slow down. Couldn’t stop moving or she’d collapse right there in front of everyone. The festival continued around them—music starting up again, laughter resuming, the normal rhythm of celebration reasserting itself now that the drama had passed.

She reached the edge of the clearing and kept walking, plunging into the dark forest beyond. The sounds of the festival faded behind them until only the rustle of leaves and distant owl calls disturbed the night air.

“Ember, stop.” Asher caught her arm, gently but firmly halting her blind flight. “Just stop for a minute.”

She turned to face him, and the dam finally burst. Sobs tore from her throat with violent force, shaking her entire body as months of suppressed hope and desperate longing poured out all at once. Asher’s arms came around her immediately, pulling her against his chest as she fell apart.

“I’m so stupid,” she gasped against his shirt, her words muffled by fabric and tears. “So fucking stupid.”

“You’re not stupid.” His voice was fierce, protective. One hand stroked her hair while the other held her steady. “You’re not. He’s the idiot for not seeing what was right in front of him.”

“Three months,” she sobbed. “Three months, Asher. While I was imagining things that were never there, he was with her. Building a life with her. Making babies with her.”

Asher’s chest rose and fell with a deep breath, and she felt some of his tension seep into her through their contact. “Maybe it’s better this way,” he said carefully. “Maybe you’re meant for something more.”

“More than what? I’m nobody. I’m an omega with no family, no prospects, no future.” The words tasted bitter on her tongue, but they felt true in a way that made her chest ache. “What could I possibly be meant for?”

“You’re meant for everything,” Asher said with such conviction that she pulled back to look at his face. His green eyes blazed with intensity in the moonlight, and there was something there—some knowledge or certainty that she couldn’t identify. “Trust me, Em. You’re meant for so much more than this place.”

Before she could ask what he meant, the sound of approaching footsteps made them both freeze. Vincent appeared through the trees, his bulky form silhouetted against the distant festival lights.

“There you are,” he said, his voice carrying false joviality that made Ember’s skin crawl. “The celebration’s just getting started. No need to hide in the woods like beaten dogs.”

The casual cruelty in his words made Ember’s hands curl into fists. Asher stepped slightly in front of her, a protective gesture that Vincent noticed with narrowed eyes.

“We were just getting some air,” Asher said evenly.

“Of course you were.” Vincent’s smile was all teeth, predatory and cold. “Well, you’ve had your little moment. Time to come back and show some pack unity. We can’t have people thinking you’re poor sports about the whole situation.”

The implication was clear—they were expected to return to the festival and pretend everything was fine. To smile and laugh and act grateful for the privilege of watching Ember’s dreams die in public.

“Actually,” Ember said, surprised by the steadiness of her own voice, “I think I’ll head home. I have a headache.”

Vincent’s expression darkened. “That wasn’t a suggestion, girl. The pack expects—”

“The pack can go to hell,” Ember snapped, eighteen years of suppressed rage finally finding its voice. “And so can you.”

The words hung in the air like a challenge. Vincent’s face went through several color changes—red to purple to an alarming shade of white around his nose and mouth. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and Ember could smell the sharp scent of his rising fury.

“You ungrateful little bitch,” he snarled, taking a step forward. “After everything we’ve done for you—”

“Everything you’ve done?” Ember’s laugh was harsh, edged with hysteria. “You’ve done nothing but make our lives miserable since we were children. Don’t pretend this is about gratitude.”

Vincent’s hand rose, and Ember braced herself for the blow. But Asher moved faster, stepping fully between them with liquid grace that spoke of reflexes honed by years of dodging Vincent’s temper.

“Touch her and I’ll kill you,” Asher said, his voice so quiet it was barely audible. But something in his tone made Vincent’s hand freeze mid-air.

For a long moment, they stared at each other—Vincent’s bulk versus Asher’s suddenly dangerous stillness. The forest around them seemed to hold its breath, waiting to see which way the confrontation would break.

Then Vincent laughed, but it sounded forced. “Big words from a powerless omega.”

“Try me,” Asher replied, and there was something in his stance, something in the way he held himself, that made Vincent take an involuntary step backward.

“This isn’t over,” Vincent said finally, but he was already retreating. “When you come crawling back tomorrow, remember that I offered you a chance to do this the easy way.”

He disappeared back toward the festival, leaving them alone in the moonlit forest. Ember stared at her brother’s back, noting again the change in him—the confidence that seemed to have appeared from nowhere.

“Asher, what’s happening to you?”

He turned, and for just a moment his face was a stranger’s—older, harder, touched with knowledge that made her wolf whimper uneasily. Then he smiled, and he was her brother again.

“Nothing’s happening to me. Everything’s happening to you.” He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with gentle fingers. “You just told Vincent Blackwood to go to hell. That’s not nothing.”

The reminder of her outburst made her stomach lurch with delayed terror. “Oh god. What did I do? He’s going to make our lives even more miserable.”

“No, he’s not.” Asher’s voice carried that same strange certainty. “Because we’re leaving.”

“Leaving?” The word came out as a squeak.

“Tonight. After the festival dies down. We’ll pack what we can carry and disappear.”

The prospect was terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure. Freedom. After twenty years of servitude and humiliation, the possibility of escape seemed too good to be true.

“Where would we go? We don’t have money, or connections, or—”

“We’ll figure it out.” He caught her hands in his, squeezing gently. “Trust me, Em. For once in our lives, trust that things are going to work out.”

She wanted to. God, she wanted to believe that escape was possible, that they could build something better somewhere else. But doubt gnawed at her like a hungry animal.

The sound of renewed laughter from the festival drifted through the trees, and with it came the scent of wood smoke and celebration. Normal pack life continuing as if her world hadn’t just imploded.

“I can’t go back there,” she whispered. “I can’t pretend to be happy for them.”

“You don’t have to.” Asher’s expression softened. “Go home. Pack what you want to take. I’ll stay for another hour or so—long enough that no one notices we both disappeared. Then we’ll leave.”

The plan was simple, practical. It should have brought relief. Instead, something cold settled in Ember’s stomach—a premonition that made her wolf pace restlessly.

“Asher, I have a bad feeling about this.”

“It’s just fear,” he said gently. “Fear of change, of the unknown. But staying here is worse than anything we might face out there.”

He was right, of course. Staying meant a lifetime of Vincent’s cruelty and watching Kade build his perfect life with someone else. But the unease remained, coiling in her chest like a snake.

“One hour,” she agreed finally. “Then we leave together.”

Asher’s smile was brilliant in the moonlight. “One hour. I promise.”

She turned to go, then looked back over her shoulder. “Be careful.”

“Always am.”

But as Ember made her way through the dark forest toward Uncle Vincent’s house, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was walking away from her brother for the last time.

The festival sounds faded completely as she reached the edge of pack territory. Here, the forest gave way to human developments—suburban streets lined with modest houses where humans lived their simple, uncomplicated lives. The sight of normal front porches and glowing windows filled with ordinary families made her chest ache with longing.

What would it be like to live without pack politics and mate bonds and the constant pressure to submit? To exist in a world where strength came from things other than dominance and where love wasn’t dictated by mystical forces beyond anyone’s control?

An idea began to form in her mind—reckless and desperate but suddenly irresistible. The human clubs downtown. Places where pack wolves sometimes went to blow off steam, to be anonymous among people who couldn’t smell their emotions or sense their pack status.

She looked back toward the festival lights one more time, then made her decision.

Twenty minutes later, Ember stood outside Pulse—a human nightclub in the warehouse district where bass lines thumped through brick walls and neon signs painted the sidewalk in electric blues and pinks. She’d changed into her one good dress—black and simple but fitted enough to make her feel like someone else entirely.

The bouncer barely glanced at her fake ID before waving her through, and then she was inside, surrounded by the press of human bodies and music loud enough to drown out thought. The air was thick with perfume and sweat and the sharp scent of alcohol, blissfully free of the complex pheromone messages that made pack gatherings so exhausting.

She made her way to the bar, ordered something strong and fruity, and tried to lose herself in the anonymity of it all. No one here knew she was an omega. No one cared about her pack status or her family history or the humiliation she’d suffered tonight.

She was just another girl in a black dress, looking for a way to forget.

“You look like you could use stronger than that.”

The voice came from beside her—deep, warm, with just a hint of an accent she couldn’t place. Ember turned and found herself looking into the most striking pair of dark eyes she’d ever seen.

The man was tall, well-dressed in a way that spoke of money and power, with black hair and olive skin that suggested Mediterranean heritage. But it was his eyes that held her—dark as midnight and filled with an intensity that made her breath catch in her throat.

“Excuse me?” she managed.

He nodded toward her nearly empty drink. “Something that fruity isn’t going to help with whatever’s putting that look on your face.” He gestured to the bartender. “Two whiskeys, neat. The good stuff.”

There was something about him that made her wolf sit up and take notice—not in alarm, but with interest. He radiated confidence without arrogance, strength without aggression. Power that was carefully controlled rather than brutally displayed.

“And what look is that?” she asked, accepting the whiskey he offered.

“Like someone just told you the world was ending and expected you to smile about it.” His mouth curved in a slight smile that made heat flutter in her stomach. “I’m Alexander.”

“Ember.” The name slipped out before she could think to lie, but somehow it felt right. Here, in this human space, she could be herself without apology.

“Beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”

It should have been a cheesy line, but the way he said it—like he genuinely meant it—made her cheeks warm. When was the last time someone had called her beautiful and sounded like they believed it?

“You’re not from around here,” she observed, noting again the subtle accent that colored his words.

“Just visiting.” He moved closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive and sophisticated that made her mouth water. “You?”

“Born and raised. Though tonight I’m thinking about changing that.”

Something flickered in his dark eyes at her words, there and gone so quickly she almost missed it. “Running away?”

“Starting over,” she corrected. The whiskey burned pleasantly down her throat, loosening the tight band of pain around her chest. “Sometimes they’re the same thing.”

Alexander studied her face with an intensity that should have been uncomfortable but instead made her feel seen in a way she never had before. Like he was looking past the surface to something deeper.

“Dance with me,” he said suddenly.

It wasn’t really a question, and Ember found herself nodding before she could overthink it. His hand was warm and strong as it enveloped hers, leading her onto the crowded dance floor where bodies moved together in the dim, pulsing light.

She expected awkwardness—she’d never been much of a dancer, and certainly never with a stranger in a human club. Instead, she found herself melting into his embrace as if they’d done this a thousand times before. His hand settled on her lower back, guiding her movements with subtle pressure that made her skin tingle.

“Better?” he asked, his breath warm against her ear.

“Much,” she admitted, surprised to find it was true. For the first time all evening, the crushing weight in her chest had eased. The music, the movement, the warmth of his body against hers—it was exactly what she needed to forget.

They danced for what felt like hours, lost in the rhythm and the press of the crowd around them. Ember found herself laughing at something he whispered, found herself leaning closer when he spoke, found herself responding to his touch with a boldness that was completely unlike her usual reserved nature.

The whiskey helped, but this was something more. Something about Alexander made her feel reckless and alive in a way she’d never experienced. Made her feel like the kind of woman who took what she wanted instead of hoping someone else might give it to her.

When he suggested they get some air, she didn’t hesitate to follow him outside into the cool night. When he pressed her against the brick wall of the alley and kissed her with desperate hunger, she kissed him back with equal fervor.

And when he whispered an invitation to his hotel room, she said yes without thinking about consequences or complications or the fact that she was supposed to meet Asher in less than an hour.

For once in her life, Ember Morrison chose to be selfish. Chose to take something for herself instead of sacrificing for others.

She would regret that choice for the rest of her life.
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The hotel room was everything Ember had expected from a man like Alexander—elegant, expensive, with floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a breathtaking view of the city skyline. But she barely noticed the luxury as he closed the door behind them with a soft click that seemed to echo through her entire body.

The silence stretched between them, heavy with anticipation and the weight of what they were about to do. Ember’s heart hammered against her ribs so hard she was certain he could hear it. Her hands trembled as she smoothed them down her black dress, suddenly hyperaware of every breath, every heartbeat, every nerve ending that seemed to spark with electricity.

“Having second thoughts?” Alexander asked, his voice low and rough with barely contained desire. He stood near the door, giving her space, but his dark eyes tracked every movement she made with predatory intensity.

Ember’s throat felt tight as she swallowed hard. “No,” she whispered, then stronger, “No. I want this.”

And she did. God help her, she wanted this with a desperation that shocked her. Wanted to lose herself in sensation, to forget about pack politics and mate bonds and the crushing humiliation of watching Kade choose someone else. Wanted to feel desired, wanted, chosen—even if it was just for one night.

Alexander moved toward her with fluid grace, each step deliberate and controlled. When he reached her, his hands came up to frame her face with reverent gentleness that made her knees weak. His thumbs traced the line of her cheekbones, and she leaned into the touch like a flower turning toward sunlight.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured, his accent thickening with emotion. “So fucking beautiful.”

The crude word should have jarred her, but instead it sent heat spiraling through her stomach and lower, pooling between her thighs in a way that made her breath catch. No one had ever looked at her the way Alexander was looking at her now—like she was something precious and wild and dangerous all at once.

When his mouth finally claimed hers, it was with a hunger that stole what little breath she had left. His lips were firm and warm, moving against hers with increasing urgency that matched the frantic beating of her heart. She melted into him, her body seeming to recognize his touch on some primal level that bypassed rational thought entirely.

Her hands fisted in the expensive fabric of his shirt, pulling him closer until there was no space left between them. She could feel the hard planes of his chest against her breasts, could feel the evidence of his arousal pressing against her hip through their clothes. The knowledge that she affected him this much sent a thrill of feminine power through her that was intoxicating.

“Ember,” he breathed against her mouth, her name a prayer and a curse wrapped together. His hands tangled in her hair, tilting her head back so he could trail kisses down the column of her throat. Each touch of his lips against her skin sent fire racing through her veins, making her gasp and arch into his embrace.

She felt wild, reckless, utterly unlike herself. The careful control she’d maintained for twenty years cracked and fell away, leaving something raw and hungry in its place. When Alexander’s teeth grazed her pulse point, she couldn’t suppress the moan that escaped her throat.

The sound seemed to snap the last of his restraint. He backed her toward the massive bed with urgent steps, his mouth never leaving her skin. Her knees hit the edge of the mattress and she sat heavily, looking up at him with wide eyes that felt dark with want.
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